Incidence and nature of CD20-negative relapses following rituximab therapy in aggressive B-cell non-Hodgkin's lymphoma: a retrospective review.
Re-treatment with rituximab for B-cell non-Hodgkin's lymphoma (NHL) relapsing after previous rituximab therapy has recently been shown to be clinically efficacious. Although the mechanism of resistance to rituximab re-treatment in non-responding patients is unknown, it is possible that loss of CD20 expression in the relapsed NHL could be important in some patients. We examined the incidence and nature of CD20 negative relapses following rituximab therapy in aggressive B-cell NHL treated at our institution. Of a total of 18 patients who received rituximab, 13 have relapsed, with 10 patients subsequently undergoing repeat tissue biopsy. Six of these 10 patients (60%) were shown to have lost CD20 expression by either immunohistochemistry and/or flow cytometry. Furthermore, three of the six patients who relapsed with CD20-negative NHL also suffered relapses at unusual anatomical sites. We conclude that loss of CD20 expression in aggressive B-cell NHL relapsing post-rituximab therapy is common. As such, repeat tissue biopsy should be undertaken to document CD20 expression by both flow cytometry and immunohistochemistry prior to considering repeated courses of rituximab in relapsed aggressive lymphomas.